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Towards Silence and Spatial Boundaries 
  
 David  Claerbout  exhibited,  for  the  first  time,  his  piece  American  Room  in  London  in  2009  at  the  

Hauser  and  Wirth  Gallery.  In  the  single  channel  video  installation  a  group  of  people  are  seated  
as  if  for  an  intimate  musical  performance,  one  halted  in  time  with  the  figure  perpetually  about  to  
sing.  While  one  experiences  the  video  in  space  –  a  carefully  chosen  site  of  timber-‐‑panelled  
richness  mirroring  the  space  in  the  video  –  the  spatial  experience  of  the  piece  itself  was  an  
impossible  bodily  experience.  The  listeners  were  not  filmed  in  the  room  but  against  a  blue-‐‑
screen,  then  painstakingly  composited  to  form  the  assembled  group.  A  virtual  three-‐‑dimensional  
space  allows  for  infinite  camera  movement  (yet  is  constrained  to  mimic  a  conventional  camera’s  
path).  Music  travels  with  each  camera  position  –  an  atmospheric  and  temporal  framing  device  –  
dictating  the  movement  of  the  piece  and  advocating  continuity  and  a  cinematic  sequencing  in  
what  is,  in  fact,  a  construction  of  time  and  space.  Claerbout’s  bodies  have,  in  some  sense,  
escaped  space  in  the  process  of  their  making;  the  space  they  inhabit  is  a  reconstructed  spatial  
construction.  The  viewer  accesses  the  disembodied  eye  of  Cartesian  space.  It  is  as  if  in  viewing  
this  piece  you  walk  into  a  room  where  you  are  not,  and  you  see  people  unguardedly.  You  watch  
how  they  move  when  they  aren’t  aware  of  you;  you  can  see  them  as  they  themselves  cannot,  an  
absorbed  present.    
  
The  bodies  in  the  piece  are  arranged  with  geometrical  care,  directions,  trajectories  and  rhythms  
that  enable  them  to  construct  worlds  of  encounter  or  relations;  bodily  presence  is  recomposed  as  
an  architecture  of  gazes  in  space  –  then  suspended  in  a  simulacrum  of  an  interior.  The  
architecture  of  the  space  steps  in  as  a  painterly  frame,  an  atmospheric  condition.  Critically,  the  
bodies  are  arranged  in  space  and  in  time,  they  belong  to  the  genre  of  tableau,  they  ‘tend  toward  
silence  and  spatial  boundaries,’1  invoking  narrative  rather  than  the  expository  closure  of  
cinema.  A  stereoscopic  experience  of  the  single  moment  is  created,  unsettling  the  delineation  
between  past  and  present  –  creating  an  ever-‐‑present  perceptual  absorption  in  one  moment’s  
possible  unfolding.    
  
The  tie  that  bound  this  work  to  the  works  of  Scarpa  was  a  similar  experience  of  suspended  time  in  
his  Sculpture  Gallery  in  the  Castelvecchio  in  Verona.  In  Scarpa’s  sketch  for  the  room  of  statues  in  
the  Castelvecchio,  sightlines  are  revealed  as  a  network  of  gazes,  an  architecture  of  assembled  
relations.  The  experience  of  the  space  in  these  galleries  is  no  longer  confined  to  the  human  viewer;  
the  objects  themselves,  the  sculpted  figures,  are  tied  to  the  passage  of  time  and  place.  It  is  an  
architecture  of  scenography  rather  than  narrative,  with  a  unique  empathy  for  the  very  human  
moment  of  encounter.  It  is  a  defining  trait  of  Scarpa’s  work  that  we  are  brought  into  a  more  
intimate  relationship  with  things;  equally  important  is  the  relationship  between  these  things  and  
the  possibility  that  our  experience  of  something  changes  due  to  its  proximity  to  something  else.  
(This  is  obvious  also  in  the  work  of  Claerbout;  a  camera  that  takes  us  through  the  myriad  of  
details  possible  in  a  single  moment  creates  an  acute  awareness  of  detailed  relations.)    
If  architecture  is  the  art  of  framing  the  world2  then  the  architecture  of  Scarpa’s  museum  works  
are  doubly  operative;  framing  the  object,  the  relations  between  the  objects,  and  our  relationships  
to  them.  It  is  a  framing  of  experience.  Elizabeth  Grosz  in  Chaos,  Territory,  Art:  Deleuze  and  the  
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